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Eradicating a Minimalist Treatment of Racism: 
Modeling an Ally’s Responses When Teaching Huckleberry Finn
By Connie Titone, Villanova University,
Angelina Volpe Schalk, Cheltenham Township School District, 
& Carol Gibson, Tredyﬀ rin Township School District
Abstract
Th rough a conversation about teaching Mark Twain’s controversial text Th e Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn, three experienced educators, two Euro-American and one African 
American, examine how white teachers can lead students of all races toward constructing 
positive racial identities. Th e authors challenge white educators to act as allies to their 
students, to embrace the opportunity to address mistakes and biases, and to reevaluate 
how their intellectualized thoughts about race may impede them from making a 
diﬀ erence in the classroom. In order to do this, they diﬀ erentiate between racism and 
Critical Race Th eory in light of whiteness, and use testimonial reading and Freirian 
dialogue as tools for engaging and supporting individuals as they struggle with the 
troubling texts of our time. Th e concluding thoughts of the authors oﬀ er readers practical 
ways to actively initiate a discussion and become allies in their classrooms. 
Introduction
In “Educating the White Teacher as Ally” in Kincheloe and Steinberg’s White Reign 
(1999), Connie Titone, teacher educator and professor of the Philosophy of Education 
at Villanova University, promotes the education of teachers, particularly Euro-American 
teachers, as allies for all students, minority and majority. Titone describes three models 
of professionalism of a white teacher, most notably the ﬁ nal stage. In this stage, the white 
teacher working as ally serves as a guide for white students “in their understanding that 
multicultural education is not only learning about ‘them’ but requires learning about ‘us’” 
(p.164). Titone reinforces three essential knowledge bases for white teachers as allies to 
possess: knowledge of Self, knowledge of Other, and knowledge of how to take action 
and lead. She argues that whites must actively assume leadership roles to facilitate the 
struggle against racism and pathological whiteness. 
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After Titone visited with Carol Gibson, African American special education teacher, 
and Angel Schalk, Italian American special education teacher, members of a doctoral 
education cohort at St. Joseph’s University, and discussed her work, the three continued 
to meet to discuss the speciﬁ c implications of the white teacher as ally. What is presented 
here from their conversations includes a transcript of their trialogue on how a Euro-
American teacher acting as a competent ally within a secondary classroom should teach 
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. In this paper, we situate the conversation within relevant 
scholarly literature on Critical Race Th eory, Freirian dialogue, and testimonial reading 
and conclude by inviting the reader to build upon the more salient points of the trialogue 
in their own classrooms. 
Recursive Thought: Refl ecting on Relevant Literature
Several signiﬁ cant pieces of literature in the ﬁ eld of teacher education guided our 
discussions, and these are summarized here. As a team, we scrutinized the existing 
literature with a critical eye focused on two key elements: the need to diﬀ erentiate 
between racism and Critical Race Th eory in light of whiteness and testimonial reading 
and Freirian dialogue as tools for engaging and supporting individuals who want to 
expand their development as fully functioning individuals and teachers.
Educators have a signiﬁ cant amount of inﬂ uence in shaping individuals. Th e 
culturally competent educator must capitalize on her sphere of inﬂ uence by redirecting 
the existing discourse about race and racism. Th e anti-racist mindset has proven 
insuﬃ  cient in challenging the existing inequities of disenfranchised persons within our 
society. Th e existing educational paradigm prevents constructive discourse about race 
and enables whites to remain passive when they could challenge certain courses of action. 
Th erefore, it is helpful to the anti-racist educator to allow Critical Race Th eory (CRT) to 
inform her thinking and reevaluate her discourse and educational practice. 
Critical Race Th eory compels those who have accumulated privilege to examine 
the signiﬁ cant institutional implications which allow them to sustain their privileged 
status (Carter, 1997). Rather than deﬁ ning one group as deﬁ cient in comparison to 
the dominant group (Tatum, 1997), CRT provides a more encompassing instrument 
for critiquing racial discourse by creating an analytical and critical framework. Th is 
framework enables educators to develop a proactive approach to racism, especially in the 
classroom environment.  
It is essential that white educators move beyond the role of passive consumer of 
information to a place where they accept appropriate responsibility for conditions (Daly, 
2005) and lead. Th ey must become equipped with eﬀ ective tools to confront racism within 
themselves and others by allowing for and making use of an appropriate level of honest 
emotion coupled with signiﬁ cant information about racial matters. When whites are passive 
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consumers of information without addressing the deeply felt implications of racism, the 
empathy that one would experience if the reality and power of racism could be seen and 
felt, is inhibited. Furthermore, without an empathic response, there is less of an internal 
motivation to take the action that would disrupt the conﬁ rmed eﬀ ects of racism. If they are 
not well-equipped or informed, white teachers may tend to distance themselves from the 
emotional reality of the subject by relying on an intellectual approach. 
A tool that is highly useful in encouraging the self-reﬂ ection and involvement needed 
to read the world and take action is “Testimonial Reading.” Th is phrase was coined by 
feminist educator Megan Boler and referenced by Brenda Daly in her 2005 article, “Taking 
Whiteness Personally: Learning to Teach Testimonial Reading and Writing in the College 
Literature Classroom.” Daly pinpoints the beneﬁ t of “testimonial reading” as one that has 
the reader switch from a passive consumption of the text to his or her sincere commitment 
to reconsidering assumptions and accepting responsibility for the ideas. Testimonial readers 
transcend the textual world into the realm of their own subjectivity and responsibility (Daly, 
2005). It is capable of providing an internal challenge to racial assumptions and shifting the 
discourse from the “other” to the individual self engaged in the work to be done. 
Similarly, psychologist Carl Rogers, in his work On Becoming a Person, discusses 
these internal challenges that must be faced in order to create a teaching style in which 
defensiveness and rigidity are reduced in order to face racial realities. By embracing these 
new opportunities for learning, remaining open to alternate sources of information, and 
recognizing that students’ personalities emerge from their unique experiences, teachers 
can model being a “sifter of evidence” (Rogers, 1961, p.191). Both styles of reﬂ ective 
teaching may result in self-disclosure of racialized thoughts and practices which could 
lead to responsible action. 
A second pedagogical tool that is highly useful is true dialogue, as promoted by 
the late Brazilian educator and cultural worker, Paulo Freire. He says, “Dialogue is the 
encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world” (p. 69). 
Th is style of thinking, when paired with being a reﬂ ective person, as described by Carl 
Rogers, is the ﬁ rst step in promoting praxis. Freire’s concept of praxis is an endeavor 
to transform their world after human beings reﬂ ect critically on their experience and 
attempt action (Freire, 2005, p. 79), thereby interrupting the centuries-old discourse 
which enables the status quo to prevail. Unlike banking education, in which teachers 
deposit information into passive minds, true education should be concerned with a raised 
consciousness and commensurate action (Freire, 2005, p. 78). 
Huckleberry Finn: Enacting the Ally
To understand the place of controversial prominence that Huckleberry Finn occupies 
educationally, we must examine the varying critical responses it has been subjected to 
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in its history. Th ere is no doubt that a work that has been both hailed as a masterpiece 
and harangued as racist propaganda warrants continued discussion and study. Patrick 
Sullivan, in his piece “‘Reception moments,’ modern literary theory, and the teaching of 
literature,” discusses the ways in which factors external to literature heavily inﬂ uence our 
interpretation of the work. For example, social and political factors, as well as changing 
academic climates, shape the way we construct the meaning of a text. Sullivan christens 
the instances of diﬀ ering interpretations of a text over time as “reception moments” 
(Sullivan, 2002, p. 571). By studying these “reception moments” with their students, 
teachers can instill an appreciation for the provisional nature of interpreting works such 
as Huckleberry Finn. Regardless of the debatable inherent value of a work of literature, 
teachers must provide their students with “the opportunity to actually see literary value 
in the process of being constructed” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 569). Th e polarized responses to 
Twain’s Huckleberry Finn exist as “reception moments” that inform our discussion of how 
students are to receive the text.
Sullivan explains how the Trustees of the Concord Public Library denounced the 
novel in 1885 as “the veriest trash…characterizing it as rough, coarse, and inelegant” 
(Sullivan, 2002, p. 572). So how did a book initially deemed “more suited to the slums 
than to intelligent, respectable people” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 572) come to occupy an 
immovable position in American literary canon? An indication of an answer to this 
question appears ﬁ ve decades later when Ernest Hemingway decreed that “All modern 
American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn” 
(Sullivan, 2002, p. 572). Others echoed his sentiment, and Huckleberry Finn came to 
exist as a shining example of American literature. But the pendulum of critical opinion 
was to swing back once again and with the certainty of a scythe, lop the luster oﬀ  
Hemingway’s review. Evidencing the extreme divergence in opinion concerning the text 
in recent times, Sullivan references “Th e Case Against Huckleberry Finn” written by J. H. 
Wallace in 1992 which argues that Huckleberry Finn “is the most grotesque example of 
racist trash ever written” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 572). 
Although we present only these three prominent revocations or invocations of 
Huckleberry Finn, countless other shifts in the reception of the work exist. Th e pendulum 
is in constant ﬂ ux and those who undertake a discussion of Huckleberry Finn must realize 
their impermanent place on the arc of critical opinion. To pin down the book indeﬁ nitely 
would be to exact a disservice on its moral complexity.
Teachers, as advocates for their students, must create a safe space wherein students 
can confront the realities of Twain’s text as they see it. As Sullivan argues, students 
must understand “the inﬂ uence of powerful cultural arbiters like Hemingway…who 
helped shape public opinion about literary texts” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 574). In a similar 
way, students can receive Huckleberry Finn not as a static text, branded as either 
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classic or trash, but as a text in transition, ever open to the responses of its readers. By 
understanding the various ways in which the text has been cast, students, along with their 
teacher, can assume an equal part in the meaning-making of the text.
Our discussion takes up the teaching of Huckleberry Finn as an example of how 
the white teacher as ally can use such a text to lead his or her students to an increased 
understanding of themselves and of their admittedly complex world. How a teacher 
handles the sensitive subject matter and language of Huckleberry Finn should not be 
inﬂ uenced by the racial composition of the students in the class. In fact, the teacher 
should remain cognizant of the racial problems that the book presents and address them 
consistently, compassionately, and courageously. 
In the next part of the article, we turn our attention to the transcripts of two 
conversations among three educators. Th e following scenario, taken from classroom 
practice, served as a catalyst of the discussions.
A secondary school English teacher is teaching Huckleberry Finn in 
the suburbs of a city in the northeastern part of the United States. 
Th e 10th-grade students all appear to be white except for one African 
American male. Th e teacher is a Euro-American female who did not set 
the historical context of the novel. During the ﬁ rst day of teaching the 
novel, the topic of Twain’s language comes up, especially his use of the 
racially charged, derogatory word “nigger.” Th e African American student 
becomes upset, confronts the teacher, and receiving no acknowledgment 
of his concerns, ﬁ nally storms out of the classroom.
Conversation: Day One
Connie Titone: Let’s examine this classroom situation and try to deﬁ ne a helpful, 
constructive, anti-oppressive, anti-racist teacher response. First of all, if a white teacher is 
teaching Huckleberry Finn, it should not make that much diﬀ erence if African American 
students are in the class or not as to how the teacher handles the discussion. Even if you 
have a whole classroom full of white students, you still have to think in terms of teaching 
them about what is happening in the book. By that I mean that when we read a book 
like Huckleberry Finn, and there is troublesome language in it, we cannot ignore that fact 
even if there are no African Americans in the room. We have to act as though we have 
been present with the characters and overheard the problematic words ourselves. What is 
our best response? 
I think that the teacher has to give the students the historical context in which the 
book was written not only to have them gain an intellectual understanding but also to 
create a kind of historical empathy for the oppressed. What was going on in the country 
Connie Titone, Angelina Volpe Schalk, & Carol Gibson
74
at the time the story takes place? And then the teacher has to communicate, from his 
or her own understanding, how the students should understand this work. Th e teacher 
would link literature to other disciplines, such as history, but also to culture and to life. 
Why does Twain use this language? What does the teacher think of the appropriateness 
of that kind of language? All of this is important because, remember, we are not just 
teaching literature, right? We’re teaching culture; we’re teaching attitudes; we’re teaching 
how to engage each other in respectful ways. And that is what the students are learning, 
not simply the plot or character development of an important novel.
So, let’s say that you were the teacher. And let’s say that you began to teach 
Huckleberry Finn yesterday. Unfortunately, you did not set the context. You had one 
African American student who became visibly angry because of the use of a racial epithet, 
and when you did not take up his concerns, he left the room. What would you say to 
your students the next day? What would you do? 
Carol Gibson: I would probably engage in a discussion about the upsetting word or 
phrase. I would ask how the students thought the African American student felt that 
caused him to leave the room. I would like to get some idea of their perception of why 
the student was upset. It’s been my experience that when something like this happens, 
students will believe that maybe the student overreacted. Th ey might say, “It’s just a 
book.” And I would like to get underneath all of that because I think it speaks to a bigger 
issue. Saying “It’s just a book” is a white-minimizing response. 
Angelina Volpe Schalk: I would probably start with, “We’re going to get to yesterday, but 
ﬁ rst I want to go back and do something I should have done already.” And I’d lay the 
historical groundwork. I don’t know if I’d feel comfortable having the student who was 
upset be singled out to talk about why he was upset. I would certainly ask him privately 
before class. I don’t think it’s wrong to ask children to speak up if they are comfortable 
advocating for themselves, but you never know how the rest of the class is going to react. 
You don’t want that to go to the lunchroom or another class where you are not there to 
guide it. How much can you control the situation? I’d validate the child’s feelings but still 
protect him from being minimized. I really do think that everyone else in the room was 
also completely uncomfortable, and they probably thought it would be a lot nicer if the 
whole thing just went away.
Carol: To me, Angel, that’s the big issue, the problem people have with the level of 
discomfort and anger. We all become uncomfortable when someone’s angry, and 
therefore, we don’t want to deal with the anger. In this hypothetical situation, there is 
another dilemma, and that is putting the African American student on the spot. Th ere is 
not even any backup out there for that child; he is the lone voice. 
Eradicating a Minimalist Treatment of Racism
75
Connie: Let me interject something here. Th is point is completely relevant to our 
discussion about being an ally. Th e teacher has to be able to identify enough with the 
single African American student and understand at a deep enough level, so that, in 
fact, the student is not the only one who understands the problem. Th e student simply 
cannot be the lone voice. He or she needs the teacher as an ally. How does the teacher do 
this? A big part of the white teacher’s responsibility is to create a holding environment 
where the teacher uses her power to create a space where students are out of harm’s way. 
And maybe at the beginning of the “day after” you say, “I think it’s really important 
that we have a discussion about what happened yesterday. And this discussion might 
be an emotional one, some of us might get angry. Others might feel frustrated. But we 
are going to talk about it. If at any time I say it’s time to end the conversation, then we 
will end it.” Somehow the teacher has to make it clear to students that this is going to 
be a conversation that is safe. It might be emotional, but nobody’s going to get hurt. A 
competent teacher has to be able to judge when the tension in a conversation is getting 
so high that the students have stopped listening, and when there is no longer any real 
positive learning occurring. Th e teacher might add, “Th e respect does not end when you 
cross this threshold. I am expecting you all to act the same way in the cafeteria as we do 
here. I am expecting you to act as mature, compassionate people do.” 
Now, in addition to being an ally to the African American student, you are being a 
role model and ally to the white students. You are teaching them in this very moment 
how to engage with a powerful and emotional reality, and you have modeled appropriate 
and helpful responses and behaviors. 
Angel: Wouldn’t it be very important to have the same conversation you are having 
with the students with members of the faculty? Th is is important enough for the other 
teachers in the building to know. I mean, wouldn’t it set the groundwork for the next 
time they hear students talking about it or something else similar comes up? Th is is not 
an isolated incident; it’s an incident that is related to something bigger that we need to 
address in education. Cultural competency should be important enough to warrant ﬁ ve 
minutes at the faculty meeting between the fundraiser and the dance. It is imperative that 
all key players be engaged. Th is issue is something the whole school should deal with, as 
it is indicative of a school’s culture. It is not simply an incident that involves one child. 
It’s an incident that has to do with how race is handled and how history is handled. Does 
that make sense?
Connie: It certainly makes sense, Angel. But the focus of our discussion was to think 
about how one white teacher handles it and how speciﬁ c white students learn to respond. 
I think the attention in that classroom needs to get oﬀ  of the black child only, and we 
should attend also to the white ones. It is, as you say, a whole school, a whole community 
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issue, and if we are to teach the white students, the broad question must be “What is 
the white person’s responsibility in this moment of teaching Huckleberry Finn?” We are 
talking about 10th-grade students, 16 year olds. In the course of the conversation, the 
white teacher could say, “What is your responsibility in day-to-day life as a fair, or just, 
or anti-racist person when you overhear a conversation similar to the one we read in 
Huckleberry Finn? Th e black student in our class had an appropriate response. Th at was 
a healthy, ﬁ tting response. He heard a racial slur. He felt anger, discomfort, hurt feelings, 
and perhaps humiliation. Nothing empathic or educative was said; in fact, the issue was 
ignored. He wanted to escape from that setting. Having his feeling and expressing it 
openly was a genuine, authentic response, in my mind. Th e white person certainly has a 
responsibility here. What do you think it is?” 
Th e white teacher modeling the importance of enacting a positive, anti-racist identity 
would quietly confront the white students. She would want to ask, “What is the genuine, 
authentic response for the Euro-American? I am certain that it upset you when you heard 
that word.”
Angel: I think that 10th graders don’t want to look at their responsibility in this situation. 
You see undergraduate and graduate students avoiding the issue, and you certainly can’t 
expect 10th graders to deal with it. I can imagine them saying, “It’s just a book; I didn’t 
write it; I wouldn’t say it.” 
Connie: Well, in fact, I don’t think the response necessarily changes because of one’s 
age. I don’t think that it follows that simply because a person gets older, he or she 
becomes more conscious or more capable of reacting competently. One has to be taught 
to respond well. I think that one of the most eﬀ ective ways the teacher can instruct 
her white students and reassure them at the same time is to take it back to herself. 
Th e teacher can say, “I remember times when I’ve heard racist comments and I didn’t 
respond. I didn’t question or challenge the comment; I just stayed quiet. I remember that 
I was thinking and feeling that I really did not know how to respond.” And you could 
ease into a kind of testimonial conversation about that. You can communicate to them 
that you’ve been through this experience yourself, and it is a process we go through as 
white people to learn to use whiteness and the power and privilege of whiteness to be a 
voice for the historically, or currently, oppressed. We grow, we learn, and we can have 
responses that are of service and promote the healing of all people. 
Angel: I don’t think white kids are being taught that. I don’t think white adults are being 
taught that. I know that as a white adult I had to teach myself actively to question the 
status quo and my role in maintaining it.
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Carol: As an African American, it’s been my experience that many white adults 
have formulated their opinions about race which they believe are validated by their 
experiences. Because of that, they are disinclined to reassess their beliefs and perspectives 
on reality.
Connie: Th at is what white teachers who are allies need to be able to do, they really 
do. Th ey must constantly reassess their beliefs and their perspectives and change when 
necessary. Th ey are proponents for and models of the enactment of social justice. And 
because the adults haven’t been taught that, and the children may not be taught that at 
home, it has become increasingly imperative that educators make maximal use of every 
opportunity to teach it. Th e response of the white student may be diﬀ erent than the 
response of the black student, but each can have a response that is sensitive, not callous.
How could the white teacher have been a good role model for white students in our 
Huck Finn scenario? Imagine how our hypothetical situation might have been diﬀ erent, 
for example, if the white teacher had been brave enough to invite the African American 
student to prepare with her ahead of time and to teach Huckleberry Finn with her. Talk 
about respecting the African American’s responses and intelligence. It could have been 
fruitful and empowering for everyone in the room, including the teacher. Talk about 
modeling.
Conversation: Day Two
Connie: What kind of response did you two have about the suggestions I made the last 
time we talked concerning how a white teacher teaching Huckleberry Finn as an ally 
might proceed?
Carol: I had an emotional response. It made me realize how much I attempt to avoid 
these issues in order to navigate my life. Th ese issues are so deeply entrenched at times 
that they appear to be insurmountable. In order to function, I purposely retreat so that I 
don’t intimately experience my anger and frustration daily. If confronting these challenges 
is bewildering to me, I can only imagine how a 16-year-old African American male deals 
with the kind of scenario we described.
Angel: Going back to Connie’s article and speaking from the position of “white teacher as 
ally” rather than “white teacher as savior,” how do we get other white adults with whom 
we interact daily to face the problems? I don’t really know where I am with that. I am 
really afraid that I will do the wrong thing with the best of intentions. I feel that I need 
to buoy and help the African American student and not help the white student. I would 
model for whites and hope they’d get it.
Connie: What would you be modeling for whites?
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Angel: I could focus on me and say I was upset. I might have apologized for my failure as 
a teacher to frame the novel adequately and diligently address any emotional and essential 
conversation that the novel brings to light. I would want to model understanding and 
reﬂ ection. I believe, as one of my own mentors says, that knowledge plus reﬂ ection 
equals growth. I would show my students how my reﬂ ection can drive my personal, 
professional, and social growth as a racially responsible human being.
Connie: Could you imagine apologizing in front of the entire class?
Angel: I’d be afraid I’d make it worse, embarrass the African American child. I don’t think 
that the black child did anything wrong, and I would be uncomfortable forcing him 
into another awkward situation with his peers. My preference would be to take the onus 
upon myself, the teacher, to keep the focus on the response of whites and whiteness. My 
understanding of the white teacher acting as ally is that I must guarantee that the black child 
does not become the focus of the conversation, which, by the sheer nature of its messiness, 
could further ostracize the child, rather than increase racial awareness and sensitivity.
Connie: Th e point really is that the ally doesn’t focus on the black child to the exclusion 
of teaching the white child an appropriate response. How would you have wanted a 
white teacher to handle this situation, Carol? 
Carol: I cannot imagine that the teacher would not set the context. I’d expect that. If it 
had been my son, I’d want the chairperson of the English department to address it with 
all of the English teachers. I’d ask that a policy or a strategy for teaching this content be 
adopted. I’d like for whites to engage African American students about how materials 
with racial content should be taught and develop a plan. I’d validate the students’ 
reactions. I would want the teacher to acknowledge what happened and engage in open 
discussion. I would not want her to minimize or ignore it. Maybe the teacher could share 
her concerns about teaching this kind of literature with other teachers in the building. 
Maybe they could discuss their fears or inhibitions when trying to teach the material 
appropriately. Maybe their discussion would alleviate, or at least diminish, their fear of 
doing or saying the wrong thing, a hurtful thing. 
Connie: Being a white teacher, a Euro-American and wanting to be an ally, I believe that 
we should embrace the opportunity to teach Huckleberry Finn; I would welcome the 
opportunity. Th e white teacher could link her own fearful feelings of saying something 
hurtful to her students’ behavior in class. It is possible that the white students are silent 
for the same reason that the teacher avoids confrontation. We cannot allow the fear 
of making a mistake to keep us from doing the right thing. We have to be willing to 
show the students our own vulnerability — our own tendency to avoid dealing with 
the problems of racism. Th e teacher has to expose, not only her vulnerability, but also 
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her bravery and her desire to transcend her immediate reactions. Th e greater point is 
not our ﬁ rst impulse, but rather our ability to turn that impulse into the next part of a 
constructive process. Feel the fear but act anyway.
Angel: Based on Freire’s writings and our conversation, I know that I should embrace the 
opportunity to address diﬃ  cult topics. Th e fear of making matters worse is never far from 
my mind. Th is fear or feeling of inadequacy in handling things the right way often causes 
me pause. Education should be about more than teaching the book. It should involve 
teaching students how to see through diﬀ erent critical lenses, to recognize their own 
racial identity and social status and their role in oppression. As a white teacher, I must 
model how I face fears and recognize my responsibility in working to end oppression.
Carol: Th at is a good point. I think we should teach about oppression, about the 
oppressed, about any group in society that is disenfranchised. If we are to educate white 
teachers as allies, the prerequisite is that they understand that they are a part of the 
perpetuation of oppression. Ending this cycle takes a lot of work outside of just preparing 
to teach a novel. Everything has to be viewed through a diﬀ erent lens. What I see in my 
experience is white teachers who are quick to verbalize solutions and make assumptions 
about what needs to be done. I think that this is because they fall into a pattern of not 
questioning. Th ey perceive themselves as being all-knowing and trying to prescribe a 
solution instead of taking the time to consult others who might have knowledge that is 
diﬀ erent than theirs. Once again, it’s about assumptions. If I knew that I had to teach 
Huckleberry Finn next year and I was white, I might ask my administrator or someone 
knowledgeable in my building, to connect me with a person of color or another white 
teacher who has thought deeply about these issues. I might ask an African American 
parent for his or her feedback on the reading and teaching of Huckleberry Finn.
Angel: I was thinking, Carol, that even as a white ally, I still need allies too. It’s not 
enough for me to accept what I know, but I also need to have somebody that I’m 
comfortable enough with to question things. Th ere may be critical perspectives I’m 
missing, and dialogue is essential. 
Carol: Even as an African American, I don’t have all the answers. We have to consider 
diversity within groups as well as diversity across groups. It’s not out of the realm of 
possibility that if I were teaching Huckleberry Finn, you would be able to give me some 
insight as to how I need to go forward, Angel. You might be able to give me perspectives 
that I have not considered. I am always looking to deepen my understanding of 
oppression and race. Some things I just take for granted because of my own experience, 
but everyone of us has work to do. We all have to open ourselves up to diverse ways of 
looking at things. 
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Angel: I think that’s what I really got from re-reading Freire. Th at it is, as Connie pointed 
out, the dialogue, the conversation is so important. We need that back and forth and the 
give and take so both parties can grow and learn to improve things for everyone, and this 
isn’t going to happen unless we practice. We need that critical interaction between the 
thought and the discussion, which then actually leads to action.
Connie: Th ese are deﬁ nitely opportunities for all teachers to grow, to expand in their 
awareness. Teachers need to be ready to think through ahead of time, how the girls 
might see a particular lesson, how the people of color might interpret a work, and so on. 
Being able to live through the multiple perspectives on any one issue is one of the most 
signiﬁ cant things a teacher learns to do. How does one learn to really get inside these 
various viewpoints? Th at is the prerequisite work of becoming an ally. 
You have to work on eﬀ ective change. You’ll face challenges wherever you are, 
diﬀ erent kinds of diﬃ  culties. But we all have to identify what we can accomplish. For 
myself, I have to think about what kind of impact I can have on the thinking of my 
students who will become teachers and how I can support and encourage them to 
develop the courage they’ll need to engage in the work we are talking about. I have to 
think of creating a little ripple of ready workers each year. As educational leaders, if we 
reach just a few teachers or principals each year who also know how to aﬀ ect policy, we 
will produce even larger, undeniable eﬀ ects in our world. 
Carol: What I ﬁ nd myself thinking about is the constant attention that the white teacher 
will have to give in to dealing with the problems we have been discussing. We really have 
to be committed to this issue long term. Teachers need to know that this is a lifelong and 
continuous process, and in terms of practice, that teachers must be aware of the fact that 
this is not just an initiative for one year. It should become a way of life. It is essential for 
each district to maintain discussions on the topic of race and whiteness. So often we get 
sidetracked or there are diﬀ erent initiatives. But the fact of the matter is that historically, 
when you look at the centuries of whiteness and privilege and the philosophical basis 
for perpetuating its power, it is naive to think that we are going to dismantle this in one 
generation. A naïve approach gives into the societal demand for immediate and speciﬁ c 
answers, behaviors, and solutions that never really solve the problem.
Angel: It is helpful to view it as a process. Sometimes, I get so frustrated with others 
because they seem so unwilling to see, in fact, they blindly accept that their whiteness 
creates their privilege and that non-whiteness can result in lack of opportunity. When 
Connie came into our world, we all, certainly I, wanted to know the “way” to serve as an 
ally from my own individual perspective. I remember her telling us that there wasn’t a set 
answer, which was both disheartening and reassuring. It was disheartening to know that I 
could not simply learn the right answers, actions, and reactions to become a better, more 
Eradicating a Minimalist Treatment of Racism
81
consistent proponent of racial equality. Knowing that I could not learn the right way in a 
night, however, is also reassuring, as it reinforced for me the notion that life, education, 
and the quest to become fully human is a journey. While I may never know everything, 
I can learn from my past mistakes and continuously improve in the future. Moving 
forward, my wish is to create the greatest, most eﬀ ective impact, and at this point, I 
believe that I can reach a wider audience by working with teachers. For example, rather 
than modeling the ideal unit on Huckleberry Finn to one class, I would love to model it 
to a class of future or current teachers. Chances are that the teachers, even if I only reach 
a few, certainly will reach more students than I can with that one unit.
Connie: Yes, we have to be strategic. We have to pace ourselves. We have to observe, 
think, plan, and practice responses every day. We have to realize that we are participants 
in a struggle. We have to stay in the process and model it for our students and colleagues 
each and every time the opportunity arises. Each person has to go on and do this work 
consistently, and you ARE, each one of us IS, making a diﬀ erence.
Transforming Rhetoric into Action in the Classroom
As explored in the opening of this article, Freire’s concept of dialogue is a crucial stepping 
stone for enacting change. With this in mind, we oﬀ er our conversations about how the white 
teacher, and in truth, all teachers, as allies approach Huckleberry Finn. We share the following 
foci as a springboard for further dialogue and include suggestions for how to spur this rhetoric 
into action in the classroom. It is our shared hope that other educators will engage in dialogue 
about these oﬀ erings and strive to exist as unwavering allies for all of their students. 
Creating Historical Empathy for the Oppressed
•  Teachers must plan lessons that get students to understand and connect with 
grou ps that have been disenfranchised.
•  Racism must be presented as a structure that hurts all those involved in 
its processes.
•  Educators must understand and communicate the diﬀ erences between empathy 
and guilt.
Guaranteeing a Safe Environment While Acknowledging Emotional Responses
•  Emotions and angry responses should not be banished from the classroom, but 
teachers must foster and maintain a classroom space that is safe and respectful.1
•  While allowing that students have the ability to express strong responses to 
the texts they encounter, teachers must ensure students think through their 
opinions and share them in a way that is considerate.
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Sharing an Anti-racist Response
•  Teachers must convey to their students that they are never the lone voice 
of dissent on issues of racism; they must demonstrate their commitment to 
combating racism in tangible ways both inside and outside the classroom.
•  Teachers can share their commitment to combating racism by infusing a social 
justice element into their curriculum. Teachers can help bond their classes into a 
community of learners who can face troubling texts with a united front.
•  Educators cannot allow the fear of making a mistake keep them from doing 
the right thing. Th ey have to be willing to show the students their own 
vulnerability — their own tendency to avoid dealing with the problems of 
racism and their desire to transcend their immediate reactions.
Reassessing Worldviews
• Before teachers can empathize with other races, they must understand how 
their own culture has shaped their thinking and actions. Teachers should also 
encourage students to seek their own racial identity, social status, and the role 
they play in keeping oppression alive.
•  Students must be taught to reassess their beliefs and scrutinize the experiences that 
have molded their opinions. Teachers can ask students to share their shifting views 
over the course of a semester via journal entries. Hopefully, over the course of a 
unit, students can identify ways in which their thinking has changed. Recognizing 
the potential for change makes it more possible for change to occur.
•  It is not only teachers who must be reﬂ ective and deliberate in their thinking; 
they must demand the same from their students.
Teaching in the Moment
•  Teachers must recognize that even the best laid plans can run awry in the 
classroom. Th ey must be able to respond the instant a student is being isolated 
or hurt and act as an ally. To this end, teachers must read and plan carefully and 
always have the goal of advocating for all of their students in the forefront of 
their minds.
•  If the moment passes by, as it did in the scenario discussed in this article, 
teachers must be brave enough to revisit the experience at the next possible 
time. If the teacher cannot face the anger and hurt feelings, how will the 
students ever learn to respond to these instances? 
Fostering Dialogue
•  Eﬀ ective teachers must incorporate the dialogue into their professional lives 
and avail of any and every opportunity to revisit, revise, and remold how they 
address certain issues in the classroom.
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•  Teachers must make every eﬀ ort to be in constant conversation with parents, 
administrators, other teachers, and the students concerning the learning that 
takes place in school. Even something as simple as asking a student after 
class what they thought about the lesson or meeting with other teachers and 
administrators to outline a plan for approaching controversial educational 
concepts can aid in the creation of an anti-racist environment.
•  Inviting authors, activists, or speakers to come to the school to give an in-class 
presentation can demonstrate a teacher’s belief in the importance of these issues.
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Note
1For a more in-depth discussion of this idea, see Paulo Friere’s book, Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, 
Democracy, and Civic Courage (1998). For example, on page 45, he says, “Th e kind of education 
that does not recognize the right to express appropriate anger against injustice, against disloyalty, 
against the negation of love, against exploitation, and against violence fails to see the educational 
role implicit in the expression of these feelings.”
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